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SWINE
ERYSIPELAS
A Newly Reported Disease of
Fig. 1: Typical reddish-purple lesions on the skin of a

Pigs in Western Australia

white pig.

By M. R. GARDINER, B.S., V.MJ5., Chief Veterinary Pathologist

R

ECORDED in Western Australia for t h e first time last year, swine erysipelas is a
potential menace to t h e pig raising industry. This preliminary description is
given to help farmers recognise its occurrence.
I t is not known how widespread the disease might be, and farmers' co-operation
is needed to estimate its extent. Any suspected cases should be reported without
delay.

Swine erysipelas has been known for
many years in m a n y p a r t s of t h e world
where pigs are i m p o r t a n t in t h e livestock
scene. The organism causing the disease—
Erysipelothrix rhusiopathiae—was one of
the earliest bacteria to be identified a t the
beginning of t h e bacteriological era in the
1880's. Since those days a great deal of
work h a s been done, not only on t h e n a t u r e
of t h e disease, a n d its causative agent, but
also on methods of prevention a n d cure.
Today most of these aspects of swine
erysipelas are fairly well understood. Research has been intensifying with respect
to t h e reasons for its prevalence in one
community a n d its rarity in another, for
its seasonal rise a n d fall in incidence, and
many other facets of the study t h a t we
call epizootiology.
LOCAL OCCURRENCE
Our interest in swine erysipelas became
more t h a n academic when t h e disease was
diagnosed three or four times in Western
Australia in July-August, 1960. We had
then t h e first definite indication of its
existence here a n d learned t h a t this was
another disease t h a t could be added to the
list of causes of pig mortality. I t h a s also
become important to find out how wide-

spread swine erysipelas really is in Western Australia and it is for this reason t h a t
we feel t h a t a description of t h e disease
should be presented to pig raisers so t h a t
outbreaks which may otherwise remain
undiagnosed can be properly identified.
The responsible organism, although only
recently associated with its n a t u r a l host
(the pig) in Western Australia, h a s been
known to cause polyarthritis a n d postdipping lameness in sheep here for many
years. The a u t h o r isolated the organism,
from a lesion on the heart valve of a calf
a year before pig outbreaks were seen for
t h e first time. We can, therefore, state
with certainty t h a t the bacterium responsible for the disease has long existed in
Western Australia, but we have no explanation for the curious fact t h a t while
readily producing disease in lambs and
possibly other species, the most susceptible
species, the pig, was for years not found
to be infected.
CAUSATIVE ORGANISM
The bacterium is a very resistant one
belonging to t h a t group of microorganisms known as saprophytes meaning
t h a t they exist and multiply in dead
organic matter. I t especially likes moist
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Pig. 2: Reddish - purple
patches on the skin approaching the classical "diamond-skin"
of
acute
erysipelas

organic soils, although it will survive freez- emphasised here is that the bacteria may
ing, drying and some degree of heat for be contaminating the soils in permanent
long periods. Perhaps the diagnosis of pig paddocks not only from the natural
erysipelas in Western Australia (Glenfleld, shedding of healthy carriers but also,
Northam, and Armadale districts) during enormously, from the occasional pigs that
the wet winter months was not just an develop the clinical disease and perhaps
accidental occurrence, but rather was due die or decompose on the premises.
In
to a distinct seasonal rise at a time more these ways soil contamination is mainfavourable to the multiplication of the tained and at times dangerously increased.
organism in the soil. However, confirma- Once infected a paddock will probably
tion of this view is required.
remain so indefinitely if pigs are kept there
Besides living in the soil, Erysipelothrix but the reasons for the ebb and flow of
is often carried in the tonsils of normal the disease through the years on a propigs. In fact, Canadian investigations perty are largely unknown.
found in 1953 that 30 per cent, of apThe capacity of Erysipelothrix to cause
parently healthy pigs in their survey area disease in pigs varies, so that on one
were carrying the organism in this tissue. occasion many deaths result from an
Bacteria which can live in the host in this organism of high virulence, while on
harmless way and yet occasionally cause others, organisms of low infectivity preserious illness are called opportunists, dominate, causing few losses. Veterinary
since they obviously require some modify- scientists in other parts of the world are
ing circumstances such as another micro- studying the factors that control the inorganism or a change in host resistance fectivity of Erysipelothrix and any inbefore they can be said to be responsible formation throwing light on this problem
for disease.
would be of great value to us in Western
These modifying factors may operate on Australia in understanding such future
the entire herd or only on one or two outbreaks as may occur. In this connecanimals. On the one hand, losses would tion, both soil and climate are probably
be serious and the alert owner would seek deeply involved.
aid in determining the cause of death, while
THE DISEASE
on the other hand, little attention might
be paid to the minor disturbances to herd
Severe Erysipelas is a disease which
health and the disease would remain un- appears in several guises, making its
detected. It is probable that this minor diagnosis difficult in many cases. Perhaps
kind of pig loss is the more important in only by laboratory tests can its presence
the industry in Western Australia and be definitely ascertained. The particular
that this disease seldom causes serious manifestation seen by the owner will
losses. The really important point to be depend on factors touched on above, such
550
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as virulence of the organism and the
rapidity of soil build-up of the infection
as well as the resistance of the pig. This
resistance may be general and may be
affected by such factors as other infections, nutritional status and climatic
stress; or it may be specific, depending
upon the animal's past experience with the
Erysipelothrix organism. Often the infection may gain entrance through fight
wounds or other injuries.
SYMPTOMS
If the combination of circumstances
favours a virulent infection in a susceptible pig, onset is usually sudden and death
occurs quickly. The affected pig prefers
to lie still but can be stirred to activity
with prodding, when he shows signs of
pain on movement. The gait is stiff and
reluctant. If allowed to rest, he will
quickly subside into a comfortable but
dejected attitude.
Appetite is lost and
vomiting may occur.
One of the most typical signs of
Erysipelas is the presence of reddish to
purplish patches on the skin (Figs. 1 and
2). These are slightly raised and firm and
usually well denned from the adjacent
normal skin. Where the disease is common,
the skin form is widely known as "diamond
skin disease" because of the characteristic
shape these lesions often assume. In pigs
which survive this acute type of infection,
the skin lesions usually become necrotic
and form thick scabs and scars. Such skin
changes are similar to the photosensitising
lesions of sheep with facial eczema, and
frequently occur on the ears and the tail
with subsequent loss of the tips. Many
pigs may recover from acute Erysipelas
although they become unthrifty or unprofitable. Others may survive only to
turn into chronic cases, described below.
In the most completely studied of the
Western Australian outbreaks—that in the
Northam district—the disease picture
described above occurred. In fact, due
to the absence of previously reported
Erysipelas in Western Australia, photosensitisation was first diagnosed. Abortion
in pregnant gilts was also seen in this
outbreak.
The organism, besides causing this acute
systemic infection in susceptible pigs with
its propensity for localisation in the skin,
has a great affinity for two other tissues—

joints and heart valve. In many surviving
cases of acute erysipelas involvement of
one or both of these tissues will be found.
Pigs which have been acutely sick and
subsequently become lame, almost certainly have had the disease. The joints
particularly the knee, hock and toe, become swollen and painful (Fig. 3). When
the heart valves are involved, the animal
becomes a hopeless cripple (Fig. 4.)
It must be clear from all that has been
said that swine erysipelas is not a simple
disease and that it may be easily overlooked, or even mistaken for some other
condition. Of course, the same may be said
for most of the diseases of the pig. However, I cannot emphasise too much the
importance to the pig grower of seeking
veterinary aid, not only for the confirmation of erysipelas but also for the recognition of all the predisposing factors and
concurrent infections that may be operating in the causation of the outbreak. Most
pig diseases require this kind of investigation for satisfactory control.

Fig. 3.—Joint swellings In a chronic case of erysipelas
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Fig. 4: Nodular swellings
"vegetations" on the heart
valves of a chronic case of
swine erysipelas

;
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In Other Species:
The organism causing severe erysipelas
is responsible, in addition to the arthritis
in sheep mentioned earlier, for serious
disease in turkeys and for a skin disease
in humans. The turkey disease is found
more frequently in males, and its occurrence is favoured by fighting. It is therefore looked upon as a wound infection in
this species. The human infection, known
as erysipeloid, resembles the "diamond
skin" lesions seen in pigs and is usually
associated with the handling of infected
pigs or other animals, or with contamination by organic matter containing the
organism.

Control:
I will not go into details of treatment
or prevention in this article except to say
that antibiotic therapy is frequently successful in erysipelas outbreaks and that
where the disease is known to occur, the
only rational approach is vaccination,
which is effective and economical.
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